University of Memphis

University of Memphis Digital Commons
Shelby County, Tennessee

Special Collections Publications

Since 1864: The Story of Memphis' Oldest Financial Institution,
1939

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/speccoll-pub-shelby

SINCE

1864

The Story of

Mem¢hi§' Oldest Financial Instittttion

By

DAVID H. TUTTLE

Copyright 1939 by

The First National Bank
of Memphis

THE FIRST NATIONAL BANK OF MEMPHIS
Memphis, Tennessee
MEMBER FEDERAL DEPOSIT INSURANCE CORPORATION

HE li,ves and characters of men often are refoected in the

ITbusine$5e§ administered by them. Those quditie5 of faith.
ACKNOWLEDGMENT
The author acknowledges with deep appreciation the co-operation
of the following in furnishing information and illustrations used in

this book: The late Judge J. P. Young; Mr. S. J. Shepherd; Miss
Lucile Webb Baiiks; Mr. W. P. Kretschmar; Mr. Frank M. Jones;
Mr. Nate Sawrie; the Memphis Press-Scimitar; the Memphis Comniercial Appeal; Cossitt I.ibrary and Goodwyn Institute Library.

courage and determination which make for greatness in a man
become traditional in the in5rituti,on he has helped to build;
So much so, in fact, i,hat long after the i,ndividacal has ceased to
exist the Principles he estabhshcd remain t,o guide and inspire
those who follow in his footStepS.

Strikingly illusti.cvive of this adherence to a,n ideal i5 the
brief historical Sketch of The FirSt National Bank of Mem¢his,
evhich is PreSeuted herein.
Built again5t a dramatic back-

ground of the city's early hiStory, it Portray5 a Powerful and
thrilling Story of the developmeut of Memphis and The Fir5t
National Bank from the trying period of the C,ivil War up to
i,he present tine.

PROLOGUE

T Is March, 1939. In Memphis, queen city of that vast
H and prosperous area known as the Mid-South, a quarter
of a million citizens go happily about their daily work, each
contributing, in his own way, to the drama and romance
which goes into the making of a great city.
And Memphis truly is a great city in every sense of the
word. Its greatness lies not in its size or wealth, but in the
warm and generous hearts of its people; it lies in the priceless heritage of a glorious and heart-throbbing history; it
is reflected in the beauty of the homes, the parks, the impressive public buildings which stand as enduring monuments to the courage and foresight of those broad-visioned

men and women who have had a part in the shaping of the
city's destiny.

Through the portals of one of these imposing structuresfrom nine o'clock in the morning until two each afternoon~
there flows an endless stream of humanity. Every age, race
and type is represented in the friendly faces of these people;
faces which scarcely glance at the bronze name plates adorning either side of the entrance. To them the plates are unnecessary; as customers of The First National Bank of Memphis, most of them have been passing, almost daily, through
THE
FIRST NATloNAL BANK
OF MEMPHIS

those doors for years. Yet, of the thousands who enter and
leave this modern and beautiful banking room, few, if any,
can go back in memory to that momentous day, three-

quarters of a century ago, when this same bank, under the
most discouraging conditions, bravely opened its doors to
the public in a small upstairs room above the office of an
express company.
During the seventy-five years which have passed, the
histories of Memphis and its oldest financial institution have
remained closely interwoven.
As the city has grown and

progressed, so has the bank. Together they have surmounted
the trials and difficulties of those earlier days to emerge
stronger and better for the experiences shared.
Let us turn back the pages of time as the story unfolds
before us.

CIIAPTER

ONE

TiiE g&thering twilight of an evening early in March,

JL
H`I 1864, a pleasant-faced, square-jawed young man turned
from his writing to gaze abstractedly through his hotel room

window over the conglomeration of shadowy buildings and
mud-pitted roads which made up the city; a city which was
to be his future home.

Through the open window came no roar of motor trucks;
no clanging of street cars or raucous honking of automobile
horns; only an occasional steamboat whistle or the monoto-

nous tramp of marching feet and the sharp bark of military
commands; for this was Memphis, now under control of the
Federal army, which had captured the city after a thrilling
naval engagement on the river front nearly two years before.

The young man, Frank S. Davis, later to become one of
Memphis' most prominent citizens, resumed his writing:
"We expect tomorroou to commence bacsiness-i,hat is, commence

looking for a banking room and for Stockholders.

I like Mem-

phis one hundred Per cent . . . the buSine5J men are very cordial,
the eveather is very Plea5ant and the hotel qultc good . . . I have
Seen the Treasurer'S agent here evho oua5 very kind, and who

Sai,d he Should most certainly depoSit with us. Many others Say
the Sane, So we can:i help doing well."

Despite the optimistic tone of Mr. Davis' letter, he must
have experienced a qualm of apprehension whenever he allowed his mind to dwell upon the inauspicious circumstances

surrounding the launching of his new project.

Upon a

previous visit to Memphis soon after the outbreak of the war,
he had found the city emerging from a period of phe.nomenal

growth and development. Its population had increased from
eleven thousand in 1850 to nearly forty thousand; its taxable
wealth from $6,000,000 to around $35,000,000. Covering an
area of more than six square miles, it was starting, under
authority of the State Legislature, improvements in the form
of street paving, schools, railroad extensions, etc., amounting

to over $2,000,000.

Business was thriving, and the people

were prosperous.

But now all this remarkable development had been halted.
With the continued occupancy of the city by Federal troops
and the entire business and social life of the community
dominated by the Military, Memphis was beginning, in
earnest, to feel the crushing hand of war. Building activity
had ceased. Of the more than eighteen hundred buildings
under construction at the outbreak of the war, few, if any,
were completed.
Trade was at a standstill, business demoralized. Citizens were leaving Memphis to such an extent
that its population was reduced to less than twenty-five
thousand. Civil authority had been suspended and the city
was governed through the daily publication of Special or
General Orders issued through the office of the Provost
Marshal. The matter of obtaining food and provisions for
the populace was becoming increasingly difficult with prices
soaring far out of range of the average person's ability to

pay. The people, saddened by the tragedies of war, were
heartsick and discouraged.
Most men, upon facing such conditions, would have hesi-

Charter authorizing the newly organized
First National Bank to commence business.

tated before undertaking as important a venture as the
establishment of a bank; but not Mr. Davis. Possessed of an

abundant courage and inspiring faith in the city's future, he
believed that now, more than ever before, there existed a need
for adequate banking and credit facilities which would help
it emerge from the slough into which it had been plunged.
There were, at that time, a number of small banks operating
in Memphis, but their business consisted principally of
handling exchange and the buying and selling of moneys
issued by the various states and state banks, most of which
was accepted only at a large discount. The establishment of
a national currency as a sole medium of exchange had not yet
been fully accomplished.
Mr. Davis had been much interested in the passage by
Congress of the National Banking Act of 1863. Thoroughly
aware of the many advantages offered in a system of National
Banks chartered and supervised by the Federal Government
and cognizant of the opportunity Memphis offered for such
an institution, he had conceived the idea of founding the
city's first National bank.
Mr. Davis' first step toward the accomplishment of his
SKYLINE
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purpose was to call upon a young Attorney-at-Law, Charles
Brady Brown, whose office in the Ayres Building was directly
above the store now occupied by James S. Robinson, Apothecary, on Second Street. Here it was decided to call a meeting
March loth of those persons favoring the organization of a
National bank.

At this meeting, attended by Mr. Davis, Lewis Howes,
William H. Brooks, William A. Gwyn, I. C. Elston, Jr.,
Robert MCGregor, John G. Wallace and S. H. DeBe Voise,
Articles of Association were drafted and a capital structure
of $100,000.00 set up, the total amount being subscribed by
those present. This was followed by naming the above mentioned men as Directors, and the election of Mr. Davis as
President with I. C. Elston, Jr., Cashier.

The bank's organization having been completed and
application filed for a National Charter, all efforts were turned
toward obtaining a banking room, which, up to this time, had
not been found. Few of the up-town buildings were suitable
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for such a purpose, and these already were occupied.

Only

after weeks of fruitless search was a room finally selected at

what was then No. 9 Madison Street (the designation of

east-west thoroughfares as "avenues" was to come later). By

paying the occupant a bonus of $1,500.00 to vacate the
premises, Mr. Davis and his associates were able to obtain
a lease on the property at a monthly rental of $75.00. How-

ever, the building was in bad condition, and it was decided
that extensive repairs and alterations should be made before
occupying it.

Meanwhile, the bank's charter, authorizing it to begin
operations, had been received from Washington. The issuance
of this charter on March 25th, 1864, was an important event
in the lives of Mr. Davis and the citizens of Memphis; to

him it marked the fulfilment of an earnest ambition, to them,
the beginning of a new era in banking. A National bankT
the city's first-was definitely assured.
While alterations in the banking room were being com-

pleted, arrangements were made for the opening of the bank
in temporary quarters.
A second-story room had been
secured on North Court Street above the offices of the Adams
Express Company; and here, early in April, 1864, The First
National Bank of Memphis swung open its doors-or perhaps
"door" would be a better word, since it had but a single entrance from the dimly lighted corridor.
Thus was born an institution destined to play an im~
portant part in the business and social development of
Memphis and to achieve national recognition as one of the
leading banks of the South.

VEN before the removal of the First National to its rented

E

C HAP T E R
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quarters on Madison Street, success of the new institution was assured. People, uneasy over prevailing conditions,

were quick to realize the advantages and greater measure of
safety offered by a National Bank. Deposits increased stead-

ily, and within a few weeks the bank was doing a thriving
business.

Considerable prestige was gained by the First
National through its designation by the Treasury Department as financial agent of the United States and a Government depository, a capacity in which it still functions today.

The close of the Civil War found Memphis in economic
ruin. Trade was almost totally destroyed, prices prohibitive.
For example, ladies' cotton hose sold for $4.00 and $5.00 a
pair; misses' shoes, $33.00; men's shoes, $45.00 to $65.00;

ginghams, $4.50 per yard; cigars, $40.00 per hundred and
coffee $5.50 per pound. All matters `of trade were handled

by United States Treasury agents. The city was overrun by
overbearing troops, both white and colored, and the disfranchised citizens suffered untold indignities under the
"Metropolitan Police," an organization operating under

direction of the "carpetbag" State Government. According
to Judge J. P. Young, local historian, "To have been a Con-
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federate deprived the individual of all voice in public affairs;

if a lawyer, he could not practice in the courts, and to do any
public act whatever he must needs first take the `ironclad
oath,' in which he was required to swear that he had `never
aided nor abetted the rebellion.' The city was filled with
corrupt adventurers . . . deeds of violence were rife every day

and night.„
These conditions, which lasted well into the following year,
hindered but did not stop the progress of the First National
Bank. True, there were few good loans to be had; but in
those days Government Bonds were yielding an income.

greater than that which could be obtained from loans. In
fact, a net return of ten percent or more was not uncommon
on certain classes of Government securities, and this income,
together with that derived from trading in gold and uncurrent
moneys, made banking a profitable business despite the
existing economic chaos. The First National prospered to
such an extent that it soon found itself in need of larger
quarters, which were secured in April, 1865, through the
purchase of a two-story brick building on the northeast corner
of Madison Street and the alley between Main and Front
Streets. A cash sum of $37,000.00 was paid for this building
which previously had been occupied by the Union Bank,
since retired from business.

Mr. Davis and his associates in the First National Bank,
while greatly pleased with the success of their enterprise, were

deeply concerned over the condition of virtual bankruptcy
from which the city was desperately trying to extricate itself.
At the suggestion of Mr. Davis, the Board of Directors
authorized payment to stockholders of dividends amounting
to one hundred percent for the year, thus putting into circulation $100,000.00, which was sorely needed in the restoration of normal trade and business activity.

The summer of 1866 saw Memphis emerging from its
difficulties and entering an era of brisk trade revival. Public

improvements, halted by the war, were resumed. Railroads
The

were rebuilt into the city, stage lines re-established.
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main streets of the business section, hitherto impassable in
wet weather, were paved with cobblestones or wooden blocks,
and the entire city became a scene of bustling activity.

The First National Bank-which, anticipating the need
of greater credit facilities, had increased its capital stock to

$200,000.00-was now established in its new home, then
No. 14 Madison, a site it was to occupy more than sixty
years. The pride felt by the bank's Officers and Directors in
ownership of this building would probably bring a smile to
the faces of those who are familiar with the First National's
banking room of today. The building, a shuttered, woodenfloored structure with office space on the second floor, was
heated by three huge fireplaces. Oil lamps provided needed
light, and a pail of water, drawn from a cistern in the basement, was kept in the lobby for the convenience of thirsty
customers and employees. Lacking our present-day impregnable vaults, the bank was forced to keep its cash in an oldfashioned, box-like safe, which was opened by means of an
enormous iron key. This safe, impressive in those days,
would have offered slight resistance to modern burglary tools
of today.

Most of the commercial buildings of that time were constructed with the ground floor somewhat higher than the
sidewalk level. The First National Bank building was no
exception to this rule, its narrow entrance being accentuated
by three wide steps, flanked on either side by massive stone
blocks.
Here, in later years, Walter Malone, Memphis'
famed poet-philosopher, used to sit for hours, gazing reflectively at the changing panorama of life which moved
before him. Perhaps, even then, the lines of that immortal
masterpiece, "Opportunity," were taking form in his mind.

The ensuing eight years were happy ones, both for the
bank and the city. With economic recovery almost completed, thousands who had left Memphis during the dark
days of the war returned to re-enter their normal pursuits
and activities.
Population figures climbed to forty-five
thousand. Despite a heavy burden of debt and taxation, the
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people again were fairly prosperous and had regained their
faith in the city's future.

Then, in the summer of 1873, tragedy struck in the form
of a yellow fever epidemic which took the lives of hundreds of
citizens. This alone would have been bad enough; but to

make matters worse, the entire nation was suddenly plunged
into a financial panic through the collapse of the great banking house of Jay Cooke and Company, fiscal agent of the

United States Government and principal financier of the
railroad boom. This panic, one of the worst in the nation's
history, precipitated financial chaos in the large Eastern and
Northern monetary centers, and its paralyzing effect upon
business and banking was general throughout the country.
Many old, established firms had difficulty in weathering the
storm, and numerous smaller establishments were forced out
of business altogether.

Fortunately, for the people of Memphis, the local banks
were in sound condition.
With many less fortunate cities
experiencing a complete collapse of their financial institutions,
Memphis came through the ordeal with only one minor
failure, and a renewed confidence in the strength of its banks.

CHAPTER

THREE

\V

ITH a return to normal conditions, Memphis embarked
upon a period of slow but substantial growth. New
homes and factories were built, new businesses founded.
Several new banks were established, among them the State
National, which, after merging with the Central Bank and
Trust Company, was to become a part of the FirstNational
fifty-three years later.
The city's respite from trouble, however, was destined to
be short-lived, for in 1878 came the greatest disaster of all.
Another visitation of the dreaded yellow fever, this time in a
truly devastating form, laid the city low, leaving it prostrate
and all but hopeless. Heart-rending accounts may be found
in old newspaper files of the horror which gripped Memphis
as the yellow scourge descended in ghastly fury upon the

community; accounts of men and women~many with
children in their arms-fleeing terror-stricken, on foot or
horseback, by wagon or train-any means by which they
might escape from the doomed city.
Within a few days,
more than thirty thousand of Memphis' fifty thousand inhabitants had fled, leaving their homes and possessions at
the mercy of looters and plunderers who, despite the valiant
efforts of a crippled police force, took full advantage of the
city's plight.
With approximately three-fourths of the re-
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maiming inhabitants negroes, the city's white population
was reduced to about six thousand; and of this number more
than four thousand died, although, strangely enough, negro
deaths were relatively few.
A vivid picture of the appalling situation is furnished in
an editorial which appeared in the Public Ledger under date
of September 24,1878. Quoting in part:
"All indust,1.ies have ceased.

The Stores are closed, the factorie5

ANOTHER WARNING
We have warned ab5eutees Several ti,meS during
the Past two or three weeks not to return to Mem-

ppis until there avas a killing froSt. But in S¢ite
of our friendly admonition5 they have been Douring into i,he city for the past ten or twelve days,
only to Sicken and die . . . This is a fatal mistake
evhich many of i;hem have made. We knoav that
our business men are impedeut to get home and
renew business. We Say to them again there is
no btt§ine§S being transacted here except in con-

not running. Wharves and de¢ots are de5erted, for boats and
i,rains neither arrive or depart; So i,hat ')!neans for earning their
daily bread is taken away from those who are not Stricken with
the fever. They have all the hours of the long, long day i,o listen
to the rumbling of the dea,d cart, as it ¢aSses to and fro with
itS lifeleff burdens. And besideS, hundreds and thousands of
the5e People have nothing to live upon. Their money is gone and

caring for the Sick and burying the dead. Mem-

they can earn no 'more. Even Of they could, the St,ore of Provisiom

phi5 is now dealing in death and not in the goods

is exhaust,ed. Market5 are closed; market evagons have ceased to

avhich go to make up i,he business of the commercial
5ea,Son. Wky evill our valued friends and bacsinen
men rush ba,ck into the jaws of inevitable death,

come in from the country. Everything brought to the city now iS
Sent from the North for Charity'$ Sweet Sake, and the cry i5 for
moi.e. Wit,h all the efforts of the §ympathiring people, enough
has not been Supplied i,o Prevent Suffering from hanger . . ."

Their inability to obtain provisions was only one of the
tragic problems with which the harassed citizens were faced.
Lack of medical care, inadequa.te burial facilities, and the
difficulty of obtaining spiritual aid and solace-all these
were matters of grave concern to the stricken populace.
Out of such depths of human misery and suffering came
an inspiring example of self-sacrifice and loyalty in the service
rendered by the Howard Association, an organization of
medical men, which assumed complete charge of the situation
at the outbreak of the epidemic.
With their own ranks
rapidly being thinned by the scourge, the Howards, as they
were called, stuck grimly to their task of ministering to the
needs of their fellow-citizens with no thought of rest or recom-

necedon with i,he differe7it association5 evhich are

evhen a f cev more Short weeks of absence evill

insure them health, hfe and businesS? God knows
we have carried many, t,oo many, of our best

friends

and business

men

out to

Elmwood

Cemete`ry already, and eve can not afford to lose
more of them, e5¢ecially when a remedy for that
|oSS is So Simple and evithin i,he Teach of all
tho5e now out of danger-ab5ence . . . ThoSe
avho come from a healthy clime to our fever-

Scorched city can only be termed deleted victims
of the bcckovings of an imi5ible but mui.derous
monster.

-Public Ledger, October 21,1878.

pense. Their courage and devotion to duty earned for them
the undying gratitude of the city and the tributes of a nation.

a;e,::¥h:i;:u]g:;e?uh:frh%arF:ne;;nrg:dr*neer:e¥:gmpfi:c::ig¥eece;[L:?et:fieew¥va::;gi:8ftii§:hgea:£:;
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dollar assessment and the city repeatedly being mandamused
by impatient creditors, something had to be done.
Late in the fall of 1878 a mass meeting was held a]id
drastic steps were decided upon, one of them being complete
surrender of the city's charter, which would automatically
shear the officials of office and power. These plans were laid
before the convening legislature and on January 20th, 1879,

that body repealed the city's charter, with the result that
Memphis, as a city, legally passed out of existence.

Under provisions of the Act, what had been the city of
Memphis became the Shelby County Taxing District,
governed by a Legislative Council composed of three fire
and police commissioners and five supervisors of public
works. This council could not issue bonds or incur any debts
in excess of cash already on hand. It was required to administer the district's financial affairs strictly in accordance
with the provisions of the budget which had been set up, and
was authorized to enforce district laws and to establish a
Board of Health, such an agency having been sorely needed
for many years.
This unique plan, designed as an emergency measure,
proved so successful that it was retained until 1891, when the
city, having straightened out its financial difficulties, again
incorporated itself and shortly thereafter regained full
municipal powers.

Under the Taxing District form of government Memphis
entered an era of prosperity hitherto unknown. The city's
recovery, slowed down by a reappearance in 1879 of the fever
in a much milder form, accelerated until, by 1882, it had
developed into a rapid and healthy growth which continued
throughout the next decade. During that period six additional
railway lines were constructed into the city, giving it a total
of ten roads radiating in every direction; one of these, the
Kansas City, Memphis and Birmingham Railroad (now
known as the Frisco) was responsible for the erection of a
three million dollar bridge-the city's first-across the
Mississippi. Sanitary sewers were laid; deep artesian wells
supplanted the river as a source of water supply; street cars,
formerly operated by mule-power, were electrically equipped ;
many new churches and schools were built and a splendid
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library given the city. The volume of trade, which in 1879
amounted to less than $20,000,000, had increased in 1890 to
$135,000,000, while population figures jumped to sixty-five
thousand. The future of Memphis, which a few years ago
had seemed hopeless, now was assured.

In 1882, Mr. Davis, after guiding the First National
Bank through the vicissitudes of its first eighteen years of
existence, retired from the Presidency to become Chairman
of the Board. During the period of his incumbency as President, he had contributed much toward the welfare and advancement of the city. He was President of the street car
company, which he had helped to organize in 1866; President
of the Mississippi Valley Insurance Company; a prime mover
in the organization of the Tennessee Club, and at the time of
his retirement was one of the city's most prominent business
and social leaders. A daughter, Mrs. S. J. Shepherd, whose
husband is Trust Counsel for the National Bank of Commerce, lives in Memphis today.
Succeeding Mr. Davis as President was N. M. Jones, who,
as a Director, had been active in the management of the bank
for several years. Under Mr. Jones' able leadership, the bank's

growth kept pace with that of the city. In 1890, its capitalization was increased to $500,000.00, thus better enabling it to
meet the greater credit demands of the community.
The great currency panic of 1893, which wrecked so many
financial institutions elsewhere, was hardly felt in Memphis.
One small bank closed, but, being of minor importance, it
was scarcely noticed by the public which continued its
banking business in the usual manner. While banks in many
cities were forced to pay their customers in clearingThouse
scrip, Memphis institutions honored all checks and drafts
with currency, and, except for a slight contraction of credit,
there was little visible evidence of a monetary crisis.
In
commenting several years later on this chapter of Memphis
banking history, the Evening Scimitar said:

"gtT%e¢!cch¢:n;Mfh;b#,rf|%|y:Ppoa-I:a.a;;;e:terydaborof:nfk#uehr5ret5,b:::pbk::ocutT#S;a;n;le;fitfy,r;ocoff

it i5 Shared by the avhole po¢uledon."
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By 1894, the pressure of private affairs became so great
that Mr. Jones felt he could no longer spare the time required
in the performance of his duties as President of the First
National. Accordingly, in January of that year he resigned
and C. W. Schulte, who during the preceding twelve years
had served as Cashier, became President.

Mr. Schulte's

previous duties were taken over by Charles Q. Harris, the
Assistant Cashier who, as a bookkeeper, had achieved distinction during the yellow fever plague by operating the
bank alone during Mr. Thacher's illness.

One of the most important accomplishments of Mr.
Schulte's administration was the purchase in 1897 of the

German Bank, then located at the southwest corner of
Main and Madison Streets. Through the transfer of that
bank's deposit accounts to its own books, the First National
increased its deposits from $700,000.00 to approximately
$1,150,000.00.
Moreover, it furnished an impetus to the
bank's growth which more than enabled it to double those
figures within five years, its statement of December 31,1902,
showing deposits of $2,700,000.00, with loans and discounts
of $1,400,000.00.

That year (1902) banking activities in Memphis set a
new record. Clearings exceeded the previous year's high mark
by $25,000,000.00. The city boasted of fifteen banks, the
combined deposits of which totaled nearly $22,000,000.00, a
high figure for those days, although not impressive when
compared with the more than $142,000,000.00 on deposit in
Memphis banks today.

Upon the death of Mr. Schulte, in 1907, J. A. Omberg
was named President of the First National. Mr. Omberg,
then oldest banker in Memphis in point of service, had served
as Cashier of the Bank of Commerce since 1879, and was
recognized as one of the city's foremost financiers. One of
his first acts as President of the First National Bank was to
call attention of the Board of Directors to the urgent need of
a larger banking room to care for the institution's rapidly
growing clientele. As a result, in 1908, the old building was
razed and a beautiful and impressive structure, modern in
every detail, erected on the site.
This building, with its
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interior of imported marble and its huge stone pillars, was
occupied by the First National until 1926 and still stands
today. During its construction, the bank transacted business
in a vacated building at the northeast corner of Main and
Monroe Streets.

CHAPTER

F I VE

HE year 1913 was an important one in the history of

IT banking, for it marked the passage by Congress of the
Federal Reserve Act, authorizing the establishment of a
Federal Reserve Bank in each of twelve geographical divisions
or districts of the United States.

Few people today are aware of the part The First National
Bank of Memphis had in the formation of the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, which serves the Eighth District,
in which Memphis is located. Under authority of the new Act,
a Reserve Bank Organization Committee was formed for
the purpose of organizing a Reserve Bank in each District.
The First National was one of five banks in the Eighth District designated by this Committee to execute the organization certificate for the incorporation of the Federal Reserve
Bank of St. Louis, the other four being the German National
Bank, Little Rock, Arkansas; The Ayers National Bank,
Jacksonville,

Illinois;

the

Second

National

Bank,

New

Albany, Indiana, and the National Bank of Kentucky in
Louisville.

Representatives of these banks met in the rooms of the
St. Louis Clearing House Association on May 18, 1914, and
signed the certificate, The First National Bank of Memphis
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being represented by Mr. Omberg, the President, and Mr.
Harris, Cashier. Thus the organization of the Federal Reserve
Bank of St. Louis, which serves a District comprised of
Missouri, Arkansas, Southern Illinois, Western Kentucky,
Southern Indiana, Western Tennessee, and Northern Mississippi, became an accomplished fact.

It is interesting to note that of the five banks which,
through their participation in its organization, gained the
distinction of becoming charter members of the new institution, only one remains in operation under the same name

and charter today~The First National Bank of Memphis.
Mr. Omberg served as President of the First National
until 1919, when ill health brought about his retirement and,
soon after, his death.
During his term of office he had
witnessed a continuance of the remarkable civic and business
development of Memphis.
Public playgrounds had been
established, and a magnificent new Court House erected;
city limits were extended to include the towns of Lenox and
Binghamton; modern skyscrapers were built to provide
additional down-town office space, one of them, the eighteenstory Central Bank Building, erected in 1910, destined to
become the home of the First National sixteeli years later.
Despite unsettled conditions brought about by the World
War, Memphis was rapidly taking its place in the front
ranks of Southern cities.
The resignation of Mr. Omberg resulted in the elevation
of P. S. Smithwick, then Vice-President of the First National
Bank, to the office of President. Mr. Smithwick, like Mr.
Omberg, had made banking his profession, and he possessed
a knowledge of its many intricacies which admirably fitted
him for the position, as evidenced by his capable administration of the bank's affairs during the ensuing seven years.
The industrial development of Memphis, which until the
close of the World War had lagged far behind the city's commercial growth, began to make itself evident in the years
which followed. The advantages of a central location with
river transportation facilities and the absence of labor

problems impressed northern capitalists and manufacturers
alike. As a result, new factories, branch plants and offices
were established in ever-increasing numbers, and industrial
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activity assumed an important part in the city's economic life.
This called for the extension of additional banking
facilities on the part of Memphis' financial institutions.
Huge weekly payrolls must be made up, countless salary
checks cashed; too, credit arrangements must be made for
carrying these industries through seasonal peaks and valleys
or for the quantity purchase of raw materials. Only those
banks which could develop their services to meet these
additional demands could hope to share in the resulting
benefits.

One of the city's outstanding banks at that time was the
Central-State National, an institution founded in 1873 as
the State National Bank and later merged with the Central
Bank and Trust Company. This bank had but recently enlarged and remodeled its banking room into one of the city's
finest and was well equipped to handle a large volume of
business. The First National, on the other hand, was finding
it increasingly difficult to render an efficient service to its
customers because of cramped quarters, it having long since
outgrown the space provided in its new building of 1908.
In the spring of 1926, a meeting was held for the purpose
of considering a merger of the two banks, and in July of that
year the consolidation was effected. The First National
Bank, retaining its name and charter, moved into the quarters
of the Central-State Na.tional at Madison and Second Streets,
where it is located today. Under the terms of the merger,
the bank's Capital was increased to $1,000,000.00 with a surplus of $800,000.00. Mr. Smithwick was named Chairman of
the Board of Directors, with S. E. Ragland, former President
of the Central-State, succeeding him as President of the
First National.

TRANCE, indeed, are the workings of Destiny; a Destiny

S

which brought
the First National,
sixty-two years
CHAPTER
S after
I X
of "growing up" to its present home overshadowing the
Second Street building in which it was organized!
Yet it
seems peculiarly fitting that, having progressed far beyond the
fondest hopes of its founder, this rugged institution should
become permanently established only a short half block from
the spot where, through the vision and foresight of a man of
courage, it came into being.
Even more fitting is its remarkable record of growth and
prosperity during the thirteen years of Mr. Ragland's conservative leadership. Despite the unstable economic conditions prevailing since 1929, the First National Bank has
increased its deposits almost three-fold, while total resources
have climbed from $19,000,000.00 in 1926 to over $46,000,000.00. During this time the bank has still further enlarged
its spacious and beautiful banking room and completely
modernized the eighteen-story office building which it owns
and occupies.
Remarkable, too, has been the recent development of
Memphis.
Throughout the depression period it advanced
steadily in commercial and industrial growth.
As a focal

point of the ever-increasing southward movement of industry
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Memphis now has more than five hundred manufacturing
establishments with a yearly output valued at approximately
$200,000,000.00.
Memphis-made products, shipped to all
corners of the earth, include such important items as furniture,
lumber, roofing, tires, cotton and cottonseed products,
chemicals and textiles.

Civic development also has continued without interruption; streets have been extended, viaducts constructed,
public buildings erected; the municipal zoo, one of America's
finest, enlarged and completely remodeled.
Hundreds of
such projects, completed during those trying years, have
made Memphis a better place in which to live and held unemployment to a figure far below that of most cities of similar
SIze.

Today, with its six hundred fifty miles of paved streets,
its thirty-nine public parks and thousands of beautiful, treeshaded homes, Memphis is known as one of the most attractive cities in the nation.
Beneath its surface beauty,
however, lies something deeper; a unity and friendly warmth
of spirit which is distinctly Memphis' own, and which has
made the city truly a "place of good abode" (the literal
translation of its Egyptian name).

Throughout the years, the First National Bank has encouraged, in every way possible, the healthy growth of the
city. It has spent, and is still spending, thousands of dollars
to advertise the advantages of Memphis as a manufacturing
or distribution center. It has paid to stockholders approximately $4,000,000.00 in dividends, and additional millions
to its customers in the form of interest on savings and time
deposits. This money, together with the large sums spent
annually for salaries, taxes, supplies and equipment, has, to
some extent, helped maintain that level of business activity
so necessary in the normal growth of a city.
Because of the constant loyalty and support of a friendly

public-strikingly evidenced by the fact that some of the
business accounts opened with the bank three quarters of a
century ago are still active on its books today-the First
National Bank is now the oldest financial institution in Mem-

phis and one of the oldest National banks in the United
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States.

Of the 5,235 such banks now in operation, only 118

can boast of charters older than that held by the Memphis
institution.

In the brilliant future which undoubtedly lies just ahead
for Memphis, the First National, ever conscious of its obli-

gation to the community, hopes to play an even greater part
than it has in the building of a glorious past. It will strive,
as always, to merit the confidence and loyalty which its
friends so generously have bestowed upon it from the first.
To the splendid men and women whose continued support
contributed to the growth of this stalwart institution and
whose indomitable courage and strength of character helped
build the Memphis of today, the First National Bank pays

grateful tribute; and to those whose inspired efforts will aid
in the building of a greater city of tomorrow, it pledges full
co-operation and unfailing adherence to the principles which
seventy-five years of steady progress have proved to be
sound.
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YEARLY COMPARISON OF CAPITAL STRUCTURE AND DEPOSITS SINCE MERGER WITH THE
CENTRAL-STATE NATIONAL BANK IN 1926
CAPITAL

UNDIVIDED
PROFITS

SURPLUS

Dec. 31,1926...

$1,000,000.00

Dec. 31,1927...

1,000'000.00

Dec. 31,1928...

$ 800,000.00

DEPOSITS

$138,833.45

$18,857,386.41

800'000.00

180,397.31

22,546,095.91

1,000,000.00

800,000.00

200,719.23

25,393,914.36

Dec. 31,1929...

1,000,000.00

900,000.00

2;J5,53SJ7

24,577,430.86

Dec. 31,1930...

1,000,000.00

1,000,000.00

222,619.75

22,225,566.92

Dec. 31,1931...

1,000,000.00

1,000,000.00

231,062.75

21,357,646.05

Dec. 31,1932.. .

1,000,000.00

1,000,000.00

257,123.23

21,681,828.14

Dec. 31,1933...

1,000,000.00

1,000,000.00

171,208.26

28,557,512.35

Dec. 31,1934...

1,000,000.00

1,000'000.00

320,260.06

32,658,739.02

Dec. 31,1935...

1,000'000.00

1,000'000.00

501,664.21

38,484,250.05

Dec. 31,1936...

1,000,000.00

I,000,000.00

630,876.39

48,434,947.81

Dec. 31,1937...

1,000,000.00

1,000,000.00

731,997.33

41,278,994.98

Dec. 31.1938...

1.000,000.00

1,250.000.00

678.418.28

42,968,126.36

RESOURCES
*October 2, 1865

Cash and Due from Banks ............

.$

740,496.43
369,350.00

U. S. Government Bonds and Securities
State, County and Municipal Bonds. . .

tJuly 6,1926

$

December 31,1938

4,829,733.91

$ 14,231,919.03

6,244,903.98

392,738.37
855,329.12

3,985,350.22
276,618.37

Other Bonds ........
Other Securities ..... : : ........ : : : : :

16.00

Stock in Federal Reserve Bank. . .
Loans and Discounts . .
Banking House ....... : .......

Furniture and Fixtures . . .
Other Real Estate. . .

66,000.00

67,500.00

348,286.10

11,689,809.63

20,233,900.58

37,000.00

950,000.00

I,240,000.00#

2,784.95

2ho;ddd.bb

OtherAsset§.................:..-.:

5,330.22
8,432.53

2,286.75

$

1,497,917.48

$ 18,985,897.78

$ 46,293,970.93

LIABILITIES
Capital Stock ........
surp,us

.............

Undivided

Reserves

:

:

$
.

Profits ......

:

:

:

:

...........

..............

:

:

........

:

:

:

:

200,000.00
9,748.94

S

I,900'000.00
899;892:98

100,000.00

ment..........

170,762.43

Unearned Discount ................
Payable ...............

1'000,000.00
]'2;8:298:98

13,967.72

Unallocated ................................

Reserve to Retire Premium on Bonds Bought for Invest-

Dividend

S

78,I)?2J7
:

:

:

:

...........

88,317.00

Circulation......

73,500.00
1,200,700.82

Deposits...................................'....

*First official Statement rendered to Comptroller of the Currency.

$

1,497,917.48

96,663.86
30'000.00

50'000.00
I
6,890,685.85

S

18,985,897.78

42.968,126.36

$ 46,293,970.93

E%{:ecreT;2%eL:;:htfhaens§36:ck.gtha::Feaetfosnpae[n:::k;urchas{ngadjo;n:ngproperty,en[arg;ngandmodern:z{ngthebankbu;]d;ng.

BOARD

OF

DIRECTORS

T\/I. G. BARBOELo, A. S. Barboro u Co., Inc.

I . Bj+yATro BorLE, Boyle Ti.uSt €3 Investment Co.

A. T€. BURRow, A. K. Buri.ow Co., Inc.

R. I . CREr+sHALw, Vi,ce-President

]oEN S. Dlu.ARD, Dillard C3 Coffin Co.
FRED GOT,DSMITH, J. Goldsmith G Sons Co.

HERBERT HUMPHRE¥S, ff#771¢o Co.

I . T`. H:yDE, Malone u IIyde, Inc.
A. H. MURRAy, .4#or„cy

N. F. OzBUEEN, Ozburn-Abston E3 Co.

H. PEREs, Jacob ]. Peres U Co.

s. E. RAGLAND, prcj.G.de7¢!

I . F. SNI"wlcT£, I. F. Smithwi,ck u Co.
NOKFT.ETIT TTJENT3Tx, Executi,ve Vi,ce-President

I . N1. WALKER, 0. K . Storage u Transfer Co.
L. Y . WiLT.iALMso" ` Vice-Prelidem

